C onservation of natural resources is inextricably bound to public attitudes and opinions. Other articles in this issue of BioScience argue for greater involvement by the scientific community in public education and outreach. This one addresses the effectiveness of various outreach and education techniques, based on the experiences of the Natural Resources Conservation Service (NRCS) , a US Department of Agriculture nonregulatory agency that is responsible for helping farmers, ranchers, and landowners conserve natural resources on private lands.
NRCS employs approximately 11,000 people, most of whom work in field offices. Field staff work one-on-one with farmers and other private landowners, providing technical advice and financial assistance to encourage the adoption of conservation-oriented management practices. In recent years the agency has begun to work with suburban and urban landowners as well as with rural landowners. Part of the NRCS mission involves public outreach both to mass audiences and to individuals. The principal mechanisms used are national documents, national advertising campaigns, demonstration projects, school activities, and local outreach.
National documents
Documents and videotapes produced for national use can be effective. However, their effectiveness is often limited by geographic credibility. The primary audience of NRCS-farmers, ranchers, and rural landowner-tends to be skeptical of information that does not appear to be specific to their part of the country. Documents and videotapes are most effective when they are clearly tailored to the local landscape. NRCS has stopped producing national brochures, for example, because field staff members do not use them if they are not tailored to the local audience. One type of national document that has been successful is the job sheet, which is a four-page, semitechnical publication specific to a particular conservation practice, such as a forested riparian buffer. The job sheet provides some background on design considerations and a planning form for field conservationists to use when conferring with landowners over the details of the practice design.
National advertising campaigns
NRCS has had mixed results with national advertising campaigns. Campaigns consist of TV and radio spots, posters, written materials, and media events. The initial campaigns, which began in the 1980s, were not deemed successful; the very first one generated only 7,000 calls to a toll-free telephone number. In 1993 NRCS developed a campaign around a popular movie (Dances with Wolves) to make use of the common opinion that Native Americans understood how to live in harmony with the land better than the populace does now. That campaign was more successful, generating over 50,000 requests for information packages.
The current campaign, called "Backyard Conservation" (NRCS 1998; see also www.nhq.nrcs.usda.gov/CCS/Backyard.html) , was launched in the spring of 1998. The objective of this campaign is to inform suburban and urban landowners about the conservation practices that farmers and ranchers use, and to encourage them to adapt those practices for use in their backyards. The campaign goal is to enhance a million backyards through tree planting, wildlife habitat enrichment, backyard ponds, backyard wetlands, composting, mulching, nutrient management, terracing, water conservation, and responsible pest management. A secondary goal of educating nonfarm residents about farm conservation progress is to strengthen the link between agricultural and nonagricultural communities.
The key messages of the backyard conservation campaign are the following:
• You can help protect and enhance the environment right in your own backyard.
• Backyard conservation is an easy and fun way to bring nature's beauty and diversity to your backyard.
• You can get relief from a busy schedule and feel good about doing your part to improve the environment.
• In a small way, you can do your part to enhance natural resources in your backyard, just as many farmers, on a larger scale, conserve soil and water resources in the countryside.
The components of the campaign are many and varied: radio and TV public service announcements; magazine ads; a toll-free telephone number for ordering booklets and other materials; practice sheets for each of the 10 featured conservation practices; a starter kit-including a video, booklet, and tip sheet-for sale at about $8.00; a fun pack for children; a packet for volunteers; lesson plans for teachers; corporate workshops; a sign that people can place in the front yard that identifies the owner as a backyard conservationist; and news media materials.
The backyard conservation campaign has been successful. As of October 2000, 65,000 calls for information had been made to the toll-free telephone number and 500,000 copies of the booklet that describes conservation practices had been distributed. Articles have appeared in major popular magazines and newspapers, and television time valued at over $2.5 million has been donated for public service announcements. The latest radio public service announcement-for which $600,000 worth of radio time has been donated-has been running since April 1999 and has reached an estimated 67 million audience members.
For outreach materials to be effective, it is important to consider the audience. NRCS commissioned a study to determine whether suburban and urban residents understand its conservation messages (NACD 1997) . Those carrying out the study assembled four focus groups of urban and suburban participants. The results showed that the general public understood few words that the agency used in its messages. In addition, the words that were understood were generally thought of in the context of public lands, not private lands. Respondents were asked to rate their level of understanding of 13 terms. Most said that they understood the terms conservation, natural resources, and water quality. One-third said that they did not understand technical assistance, wetlands, and stewardship; and one-half or more said that they did not understand biodiversity, locally led conservation, best management practices, sustainable agriculture, watershed, nutrient management, and nonpoint source pollution. When respondents were asked what topics came to mind when they heard the term conservation, many mentioned issues in the headlines of the day, such as recycling, endangered species, forest preservation, waste management, and water conservation. They generally did not think in terms of private land conservation.
Demonstration projects
In demonstration projects, conservation practices are implemented on a specific farm, stream, or wetland to demonstrate the feasibility and effectiveness of those techniques. Such projects work well at the county scale. Most NRCS clients are farmers, a fairly conservative group of people who want to see a new practice being successfully used by a neighbor before they will consider adopting it themselves. Demonstration projects are highly effective, but they can be difficult to coordinate. NRCS agents usually have to cobble together several sources of funds to conduct the project and to organize events that draw in farmers who may be interested in adopting the conservation practices being demonstrated. Often those events (called farm demonstration days) involve visiting a demonstration site and meeting with the property owner, conservation district officials, and conservation and extension agents.
School activities
The earlier in life environmental education begins, the better. NRCS has therefore developed materials-including "Ruby Raindrop" and "Sammy Soil" costumes for use in making presentations-for youngsters in elementary schools; materials also are available for secondary school students. Volunteers and conservation district employees conduct the local school visits.
NRCS has a very active volunteer program, with about half of the volunteers working in outreach and education. The The "Thank-You Project" is one of the activities carried out through the volunteer program. For this project, volunteers visited classrooms and gave presentations on conservation and natural resources and described what conservation-minded farmers are doing to help protect natural resources. Afterward, students in the class wrote thank-you notes to farmers who were actively employing conservation practices. Ninety thousand notes were generated and distributed, and many farmers wrote back, expressing their appreciation of the students' interest in their conservation efforts.
Local outreach
NRCS puts most of its effort into work at the local level. The primary mission of agency employees is to encourage farmers to adopt conservation-oriented management practices by helping them with technical advice and financial assistance. Changing people's way of doing business requires salesmanship, and the most effective technique is direct communication. For "kitchen table talks," for example, conservation agents ask someone who is working with NRCS to invite several neighbors over for coffee one afternoon to talk about conservation and some of the things they could be doing better.
Conclusion: Lessons learned
Here are seven important lessons learned by NRCS conservationists that can be applied to environmental education and outreach efforts.
• Keep the message simple. People respond to ideas that are practical, easy to carry out, and clear. Your message should focus on one idea and be easy to understand. Scientists often feel compelled to provide complete information, but the message often gets lost when they do so. By keeping the message simple, you will be more successful.
• People will support messages that affect them personally.
Make messages directly relevant to the individual.
• People support ideas when they know what actions they can take to improve the situation. Your message should ask individuals to do something.
• People support ideas put forth by people they trust. NRCS personnel are keenly aware that they must develop a relationship of trust in their work with farming communities. If people are presented with contradictory informationand they are-they usually believe the messenger they trust the most.
• Events more than words shape people's opinions. Outreach efforts should be centered on events as much as possible.
• People will allow local leaders to make decisions for them if they feel they have had some input in the process. Outreach efforts and education activities should always allow for public discussion. Those discussions may sometimes be indirect-if you are requesting e-mail responses to a Web site, for example-but if you are working in a local context people should be able to provide input and discuss their ideas and concerns directly.
• The closer an event or message is to home, the better.
Talking with a neighbor in the context of your town or your own watershed is more likely to produce results than communicating with a stranger about an abstract issue.
